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Zero Return 
by Greg Larson 
In the past few days, Granite Dunn had begun to get excited about 
work. As a videotape coder working on the Consumer Transactions Project, 
this was quite an accomplishment. The project was just one of the studies 
being conducted at the research center, none of which he knew anything 
about. This was by design: he was not allowed to be familiar with the 
hypotheses or goals of the studies, especially of the one he was working on, 
as it would bias his coding. His job was to watch videotaped images of 
people making purchases — all the way from very large ones, like cars and 
houses, to very small ones, like cigarettes and candy bars — and to evalu-
ate and code the behavior he witnessed. He used an elaborate system of 
abbreviations to represent certain actions and emotions: "H" for hand-
shake, "L(n)" for nervous laughter, and so on. 
Currently, Granite was at work on the small transactions, most of 
the footage of which was filmed with convenience store surveillance cam-
eras. He didn't have the slightest idea where they got the other film. Jus t 
thinking about the consent forms that must be involved gave him a head-
ache. So he did the simple thing, and made clean marks in red ink on thick 
graph paper without worrying about much else. Certainly he needed the 
money. He was trying to write scripts for movies, but that wasn't working 
out very well, so he took this job. He told himself it would just be for the 
summer. 
He sat all day in a private cubicle with an elaborate electronic 
console in front of him, which made him wonder who was funding this 
project. He thought someone had said Cargill, though it seemed strange. 
The lights were always dimmed, like in a movie theater. Each day his boss, 
Jasmine Peach, placed a stack of tapes on his desk, and each day he in-
serted them into his VCR one by one, and coded. First he watched the 
transaction through once, then rewound the tape and went through it stop-
and-start, recording every nuance of gesture and inflection. 
At times, he had fantasized the people on the tapes were acting out 
a script he'd written, as if they were actors in a movie. It helped to pass the 
time. But he'd learned to try to be cautious about this sort of make-
believe. Once, when he himself had been in line at the grocery store, 
waiting for a cashier, he'd spotted someone just ahead of him who he 
thought he remembered from somewhere. He'd spent an agonizing two 
minutes trying to remember where he was from, and was on the verge of 
speaking to him to see if the man recognized him too, when he realized he'd 
watched him on tape that afternoon. 
A chill had gone through him. Here was someone he had no knowl-
edge of, except that he'd recently purchased a Pontiac with power windows 
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and a driver's side air bag. A mundane detail, and yet utterly unknowable 
to a stranger. It spooked him, and Granite realized he'd never thought 
about the man existing outside of that video screen. The man was not a 
character or an actor, as Granite had come to think of the flickering images 
he coded, but a blood-filled person acting as himself. 
Lately, however, Granite had begun to be caught up in another sort 
of drama. He thought he was in love with the cashier at a convenience 
store. He'd been coding the small transactions, and he began to realize 
they were often taken from the same store, which meant he frequently was 
watching the same employee. 
The woman behind the counter was not a traditional beauty. She 
was rather short, had mousy hair with no particular style, and, well, 
worked in a convenience store. But on that set, under those lights, she was 
in command. She prowled the area behind the counter with a smoldering 
intensity Granite didn't think he'd ever seen in a cashier. He watched as 
she turned aside cranky customers with withering silences, and he mar-
veled at her sharp tongue and quick wit. Once, she'd made a pubescent boy 
who'd ventured a wise-ass comment burst into tears by stealing the Bulls 
cap right off his head and threatening to scorch it with a lighter. And once, 
he'd even seen her vault over the counter to collar a woman who was 
heading out the door with six York Peppermint Patties in her coat pockets. 
But it wasn't just the steely nerves and the surprising agility which 
attracted him. It was the little things, too. The way she stood on tiptoe to 
reach the cigarette cartons displayed above her head; and the way she 
bumped the register drawer shut with her hip. These things were almost 
dainty. 
Before he knew it, Granite found himself looking forward to the 
footage in which she appeared with the same anticipation he felt for his 
favorite drama on T.V. And soon his fascination ran deeper even than that. 
He began to suspect he was in love. With Rita. For that, he was elated to 
discover, was her name. Just yesterday he'd heard a regular at the store 
greet her with it. 
The problem, he came to realize, was that he didn't know how to 
find her. He had no way of knowing where she worked. It was a conve-
nience store, certainly, but which one? She wore a vest over her clothes 
which he imagined was red (the surveillance footage was all black and 
white), but he had no other clue to the identity or location of her place of 
employment. 
To make matters worse, the research center never gave any indica-
tion from what season or even year the film was taken. He could be looking 
at things that happened last week or three years ago — he had no way to 
tell. Considering the turnover rate at convenience stores, which he imag-
ined was high, he didn't even have a guarantee that Rita was working at 
any such store at all. 
Even so, he had an almost overpowering desire to meet her. He 
SKETCH 
didn't imagine it would be uncomfortable, as it had been with the man 
who'd bought the Pontiac. For some absurd reason he felt she'd recognize 
him, too. And in his mind their relationship would crackle with repartee 
and sexual energy. She'd be Princess Leia to his Han Solo, and they'd play 
off one another with the bold finesse of fated lovers. 
Granite had developed a habit with the footage involving Rita. 
When he came to a spot where she was in a pose facing the camera, he 
would press a button on his control pad which was labled "INDEX". This 
was a way of marking the spot on the tape, like inserting a bookmark in a 
novel, so that he could come back to it easily. Every place he marked the 
tape became a starting point, and all he had to do was press another 
button, "ZERO RETURN," and the VCR would fast forward or rewind to 
that point. 
As he manipulated her image in this way, studying her features to 
try to memorize them, he thought vaguely that he was doing something 
slightly voyeuristic, but he rationalized it as an honest effort at getting to 
know her, at transcending the need for small talk if he ever got to meet her. 
Like video dating. 
He was just finishing up his stack of tapes for the day, several of 
which had included Rita, when Jasmine Peach appeared behind him. She 
had a way of moving softly, like a panther, and she never failed to catch 
him off guard. Granite also had the uncomfortable feeling that she was 
coming on to him most of the time. 
"You all done, Mr. Dunn?" Her voice was smoky and deep, and she 
smiled at her joke. 
Granite hit the "STOP" button on his pad and swiveled around in 
his chair. Static danced on the screen behind him. "Oh! Hi, Jasmine. Yes, 
I believe I got 'em all." 
"Well then. Give them to me, why don't you." She held out both 
hands, displaying perfectly manicured nails painted fire engine red. Coco 
Chanel sifted down over him in a cloud. 
"Ah, yes. Of course." He handed her the tapes and she gathered 
them to her ample breasts in a stack. As he watched her move off to the 
next coder's cubicle in her brightly colored power suit, placing one foot 
directly in front of the other like a runway model, he wondered for the 
hundredth time what she was doing here. The frosted hair, the fine smooth 
skin, the lusty voice. It didn't add up to a serious researcher. He supposed 
he was stereotyping. Still, the pungent physicality of her presence fright-
ened him. 
He stepped out of the dim interior of the research center and into 
the bright haze of the July evening. Granite didn't have a car, so he walked 
everywhere, or took a bus. He lived uptown, about a mile and a half from 
here, in a small studio apartment. Tonight it would be an easy walk. 
Instead of going straight home, he wandered over a couple of blocks, 
pushing through the rush hour crowd on the sidewalk. Granite loosened 
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his tie and thought about the Coke he'd buy at the convenience store. 
Because it was hot and he was thirsty, he told himself. But he knew it was 
because he wanted wished and hoped to see Rita. 
* * * 
The next morning was Wednesday, and Granite was in a good 
mood. He hadn't found Rita, it was true, but his faith that he would was 
unshakable. He knew from the movies that unshakable faith was his duty, 
and even if nagging doubts told him the whole notion was fatuously roman-
tic, it was an enjoyable fatuity. At the very least, he'd see Rita on the tapes 
at some point today. 
He began his morning flawlessly — he remembered to drink his 
orange juice before he brushed his teeth and he set the toaster just right so 
it didn't scorch his bread for once. He whistled "You Are My Sunshine" as 
he trotted down the steps to the street. 
Across from his building, he noticed the swallows flapping around 
the green-and-white striped awning on the Italian restaurant . Of course 
he'd seen them before, but on this particular morning he noticed the way 
the sun slanted across the awning, and the flight patterns of the birds, 
looping as if they were paper airplanes a little boy had carefully folded and 
tossed. The whole morning had a clarity to it he wasn't sure he had ever 
experienced. It was as if the shapes and colors were more precise somehow 
— closer, like in a child's pop-up book. 
Probably because of his enthusiasm for this beauty, he was hit by a 
bus. For had he not been so enchanted by the splendor of the morning, he 
almost certainly would have been paying more attention to the crossing 
signal, and thus would have avoided the catastrophe of a collision with the 
16A Northbound. Even so, he also would have missed glimpsing its driver, 
in whose expression he read unqualified concern, and with whom he was 
instantly smitten. 
It was Rita. He was sure. His trained eyes, adept at picking out 
details, noticed two things: a bee caught just below the bus's wiper blades, 
still living, its black bands cutting through gold with the same clarity as 
the colors on the awning, and then Rita, her mouth rounded into a perfect 
little "O". 
When he recovered consciousness, he saw a boy looking down at 
him with a fist in a plastic baggie full of jelly beans. They were all black. 
"Is he dead?" Granite heard him say through a mouthful of the candy before 
one of the medics in sharply creased white trousers pushed him out of his 
line of vision. He thought he smelled licorice. 
The clouds above the faces that leaned in on him were white and 
scalloped like wedding dresses. He expected at any moment to feel himself 
rising toward them, turning back to look at his twisted and mangled body 
with a new and deified sense of irony. He thought he'd pity the love that 
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had struck him down, and bless it sadly through half closed eyes as he 
floated away to embrace the light. 
But when he did feel himself rising, it was because he was lifted, 
with something hard against his vertebrae, by four men who slid him into 
the back of an ambulance like they were sliding a loaf of bread into an oven. 
A police radio crackled with the dispatcher's voice. 
He thought of Rita the busdriver as the ambulance sped toward 
Memorial Hospital, and warm feelings enveloped him. I.V. bags swung 
back and forth on metal frames with liquids rocking in them, and he 
thought he might whistle again. Then Granite tucked his chin against his 
sternum and looked down toward his toes. His right femur was jutting 
whitely from his twisted and mangled leg. Without the slightest feeling of 
irony, he said "Arg" and passed out. 
* * * 
He was conscious of movement. Lights slid by overhead, but he 
wasn't sure whether he was in the ambulance still or in a hospital corridor. 
Everything seemed blurred and indistinct, and for some reason he thought 
he was being pulled along in a wagon by the boy with the jelly beans. He 
allowed himself to drift away into that darkness again, licorice black. 
When he opened his eyes next, the television on the bracket in the 
corner of the room was staring at him intently. His leg hung straight out in 
front of him, encased in plaster or fiberglass, he wasn't sure which. Some-
one had taped tubes to his arms, and there were splotches of iodine on his 
chest and on the cotton hospital robe. A thick bandage was wrapped tightly 
around his middle. He smelled faintly of dirty clothes. 
He lay still for a long time, trying to focus on his situation. When 
he finally looked around some more, he noticed he had the room to himself. 
The bed next to him was empty, its blue spread flattened as if with an iron. 
A flourescent light shaded on the underside by a metal casing was the only 
light on in the room. It was the indirect light that allowed for both pa-
tients ' sleep and the quiet duties of nurses and orderlies in their silent 
rubber-soled shoes. On a little cart next to the cold metal rails of his bed 
was a buff- colored telephone. 
He supposed he should call his parents and tell them what had 
happened, but his head hurt and he felt too tired to talk. Besides, it would 
be hard to explain, and from their neat little white home in North Platte, 
being hit by a bus might seem like too big a deal. He was fine now. No 
sense in worrying them. 
A nurse poked his head in and noticed Granite's open eyes. He 
lifted a finger at him in greeting and whisked away again. In a couple of 
minutes another nurse, a woman who said her name was Judy, came in to 
check on him. 
"So you're Granite Dunn. Kind of an odd name." She smiled at him 
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as if she'd said hello. 
"Granted," said Granite. It came out as a croak, and he realized 
how dry and swollen his throat felt. 
"Is there a story behind it?" 
There was — a long one about his father's concrete business. "No," 
he said. 
"Oh." She smiled again and tapped on his I.V. bottle with thick 
pink fingers. "Well, Mr. Dunn, you've had quite a day. The doctors had to 
put your leg back together in surgery, and you broke three ribs. You've got 
a concussion, too. Any trouble with the vision right now?" She clicked a 
penlight on and off while she thumbed his eyelids wide open. 
"Not really." 
"Good. The doctor will be in to see you tomorrow morning — it's 
three a.m. right now — would you like something to eat? Cereal? A fruit 
cup?" 
"Umm. Jus t some water sounds good right now." 
"Okay, I'll get you some. And any time you need me, just press the 
red button." She indicated a small control with a cord attached to it, which 
had been threaded through the bars on the bed and was resting next to 
him. "The black one's for the television." 
"Thanks," said Granite. He was thinking, suddenly, of Rita. He 
wondered if she'd visit him here. He wondered if it were something that 
was done — visiting people you run over. The etiquette seemed compli-
cated. 
And he wasn't sure she was real. The whole event seemed some-
how removed from reality, beginning with the hyper-clarity of the morning. 
After all, was it really possible he had seen and read her name off her 
jacket before he'd been hit by the bus? Was it possible her mouth had made 
the shape he thought it had, like the opening to a Coke bottle? Granite 
pressed the black button. 
When Judy returned with his water, which she poured from a squat 
pitcher into a clear plastic glass, he was staring at the bright colors of a test 
pattern. "Do you know," Granite asked her, "if they play the national 
anthem before they go off the air anymore?" 
"The national anthem? I don't know if I've ever heard of that. I 
didn't think they even went off the air anymore." 
Granite nodded at the screen. "They do," he said. "Some of the 
networks, anyway. For a couple of hours all you can get are these colors." 
He clicked it off, and winced when he moved his arm too quickly. His ribs 
were very tender. 
"You'd better get some rest," Judy instructed. 
"Yes," said Granite, feeling spent from the effort of talking. He 
sipped his water carefully, relishing the cool trickle sliding down his 
parched throat. Then he closed his eyes and tried to settle to sleep. He felt 
his leg hanging awkwardly, and more than anything he wanted to be able 
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to roll onto his side. He tried to remember what Rita looked like, but all he 
could picture was her mouth, and before long even that dissolved into the 
soft static of sleep. 
* * * 
The doctor stopped by to see Granite at ten thirty the next morning. 
Granite was just finishing the lukewarm coffee from his breakfast tray 
when he swept into the room, smelling of freshly oiled leather. He was 
perhaps fifty, a smooth and powerful man with black hair that was graying 
just above his ears. He clicked a ballpoint pen with his thumb and pushed 
up and down on the balls of his feet as he stood next to the bed. 
"You need to watch where you're going," he advised, his voice 
mellow. Granite noticed he had deep creases fanning out from the corners 
of his eyes when he smiled. "You're lucky to be alive after the knock on the 
noggin you took." 
He introduced himself as Dr. Lanz then, and slipped into a routine 
of taps and squints, finally grunting with satisfaction. "I'm most concerned 
about that leg of yours," he said at last, slipping the ballpoint pen into his 
breast pocket. "I'd like you to come out of this without so much as a limp, 
but it was a tricky process in surgery — you're femur was an absolute mess 
and you had extensive arterial damage. We're going to keep you here for a 
little while and keep close tabs on it." 
"All right," said Granite. He tried to smile. He felt grateful to have 
this man confirming the t rauma to his body, because it in turn made the 
bus which had done it a solid object, something he was having trouble 
remembering clearly. He remembered a bee, which seemed ridiculous. He 
wanted to be able to recall the impact, the moment before he had buckled 
and snapped, when he'd seen Rita. As it was, all he was conscious of was 
the throbbing of his leg and the sharp jabs he felt every time he breathed 
too deeply. 
On a pad of paper which the nurse had brought him earlier that 
morning he had made a list in pencil: 
Sparrows 
Awning 
Sunlight 
Bee 
Bus 
Rita 
Love 
Jellybeans 
Hospital 
He'd played with the order for a few minutes, but had finally settled on it 
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this way. The problem was the list didn't seem to connect to reality at any 
recognizable point. As sure as he felt this was the way it had happened, 
looking at it in number two lead, it seemed preposterous. So the doctor 
telling him he had a fractured femur made him feel much better. Such 
crushing effects must have had a weighty cause. 
When Dr. Lanz disappeared through the doorway, Granite sat back 
and began to worry about work. He wasn't sure if his accident would have 
been on the news, or if anyone at the research center would have seen it if 
it had been. He glanced up at the flat gray-green eye of the television 
hanging in the corner and hoped somebody had seen him being loaded into 
the ambulance. Maybe they'd interviewed Rita, distraught and teary-eyed. 
Oh, he hoped someone had filmed it. 
He supposed he'd better phone in sick. After all, he was halfway 
through missing his second day in a row, and though it was true people at 
the center were rather isolated from one another, someone would have 
noticed by now even if he hadn't been on television. 
He tried to reach for the phone, but it was too far away. His leg 
was held firmly in traction, and he couldn't twist his upper body without a 
great deal of pain, because of his broken ribs. He finally had to call a 
nurse, who set the phone on the bed next to him. He picked up and dialed. 
To his chagrin, the sultry voice belonging to Miss Jasmine Peach said, 
"Hullo." 
"Urn, hi, Jasmine. This is —" 
"Granite. How we've missed you. You should have called. 
Naughty." 
"Yes, well I've had an accident. A bus —" 
"Accident? You don't mean you've been hurt?" 
"Actually, that 's just what I mean. Yesterday I walked in front of a 
bus. I know it sounds stupid. Ha ha." He winced as he heard Jasmine's 
melodramatic intake of breath. 
"Oh, Granite. Tell me you'll be all right." 
"Yes, I think I will. The thing is, though, I need to stay here in the 
hospital indefinitely, and —" 
"Which one?" 
"North Memorial." 
"I'm coming with flowers." 
"No! I mean wait a minute. What I was going to ask is maybe I 
could get some work done here. It isn't the video display at the center, but 
there is a T.V. in the room. And if I had a VCR and some tapes, a remote, 
and my coding pad I'd be all set." 
"Won't you tire yourself?" 
"Sure. But I could do a bit and rest, and go at it again." 
"These are confidential tapes, Granite." 
"I have the room to myself. And none of the nurses will pay atten-
tion anyway. I won't do any when anyone else is around." 
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"You're so dedicated. It gives me chills, really, to think of you laid 
up in bed like that — and still wanting to work. Oh damn." 
"What?" 
"I can't make it over there this evening after all. I have aerobics 
class." 
"You take aerobics?" 
"I teach it." 
"I see." 
"Right after work tomorrow, though, I'll bring the things you need. 
Cross my heart." 
"Thank you." Granite didn't really want to work that badly. In 
fact, at tha t moment he was fishing with his finger in a tiny clear plastic 
cup for his painkillers, which were pale blue and oblong, like robin's eggs. 
But he needed to remind himself of Rita's features. The thought of pressing 
"ZERO RETURN" cheered him. 
He glanced at the pad of paper next to the phone when he'd hung 
up. Rita Love . Ah, Rita. If only he could remember what she looked like. 
He prayed she'd be driving the same route when he got out. Then he could 
stand at the stop outside his building with change jingling in his hand, 
waiting for her. 
* * * 
That night, well after midnight, he could not get to sleep. On top of 
everything, his foot had begun to itch. He glared at it, his purplish toes 
barely visible at the base of the cast. He had begun to regard the append-
age hanging over his bed as a nuisance, but not particularly as part of 
himself. The pills had rendered him at least partially numb, and he was 
willing to allow his leg to separate and float away from him like the booster 
stage of a rocket. But then his foot started itching, and he became excruci-
atingly whole again. 
He couldn't scratch it, so he tried not to think about it. Instead, he 
stared at a modern art print hanging on the wall by the doorway — it was 
mauve and grey-blue and looked roughly like a torn paper landscape. He 
imagined it was supposed to be soothing. Someone in the next room was 
coughing violently. Granite felt at the edge of that despair peculiar to 
hospitals in the middle of the night. He realized that the semi-dark was 
continuous, tha t the bedcovers were thin, and that he never slept in a 
sitting position at home. 
He suddenly wanted to see a nurse, so he fumbled for his control 
and pressed the call button. The television came on. 
It was just as well, he thought, and he tried to concentrate on the 
figures on the screen. Before long he recognized Night of the Living Dead. 
As he watched, he thought he discovered something about the horror of 
that movie. He had never before found the idea of zombies, flesh-eating or 
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not, particularly frightening. But it was the relentless press of bodies 
that made the story horrible. Their movements were mechanical, 
endlessly predictable, but unyielding. And there was something terrible 
about the empty detachment of the undead even as they groped for the 
living. 
Granite glared at his own foot again, so far out of his reach, and grit 
his teeth. He willed it to wither and perish, and leave him in peace. On 
screen, the zombies tottered and jostled, animated, he supposed, only by 
the insatiable appetite for life blood. 
He didn't sleep at all. At four a.m., an infomercial came on, assur-
ing him that stress-free living could be his with just a paperback, two 
videos, and what looked like a bungee cord. 
As he watched, it struck him that the station hadn't gone off the 
air. No test patterns, no national anthem. Jus t a continuous stream of 
signals groping in the dark. 
* * * 
The next day, Granite finally dozed for a while after lunch. His foot 
had mercifully quit itching, but the rest of his body ached from t rauma and 
fatigue. He tried to allow himself to sink into the bed, to melt away alto-
gether. 
It was in this nearly insensible state that he heard Rita's voice. It 
sounded like it came from somewhere far away. It was in conversation 
with a nurse's voice. 
"You family?" 
"No, I'm afraid I'm the busdriver who put him in this mess." 
"Oh no!" 
"Yeah. I just needed to see that he's going to make it, you know?" 
Granite shook himself out of sleep. When he'd focused, there in the 
doorway to his room was Rita. He immediately recognized her arrival as 
magical — the kind of magic he'd made rightfully his own through his faith 
in love's fortuitous plot twists. Her sudden appearance in full color rein-
forced the aura of enchantment. The shift from black and white reminded 
him of watching The Wizard ofOz as a kid: it gave him that same feeling of 
having left Kansas. 
What did he care that the reason she'd come was because she was 
unsure whether the light was still yellow when she'd charged through it? 
What did he care that she did not wear a prim dress or ruby shoes, but 
jeans and a gold sateen jacket? These things were not important. The 
important thing was that this was Rita, the woman who starred in dozens 
of his videos. 
"Urn, hello," she said. "My name's Rita. I'm afraid I'm the one who 
ran over you. I'm real sorry." 
"Forget it," said Granite, waving her off gallantly. He'd practiced 
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this part. "It's nice of you to come." 
There followed a short silence in which he stared hard at her, trying 
to reconcile image to flesh. The woman standing in front of him, looking at 
his leg now somewhat shyly, didn't seem so feral as the one he remembered 
from the videotapes. 
"Yes. Well. It looks like your leg is pretty bad. Does it hurt?" 
No, no. This was all wrong. The wrong question. Rita would come 
up with something snappier. A joke maybe. "Nah." 
"You're just saying that." Her face softened with concern. 
"No, really. I'm on all kinds of drugs." He smiled at her, but it felt 
strained. There was no denying he was disappointed with her struggle for 
words, with her awkward sympathy. 
She reddened. "Are they going to keep you here long?" 
"They haven't been too specific." He had the sudden insane urge to 
purchase something from her. To see her move according to that script. A 
candy bar maybe. 
Rita was looking away, toward the window. "I certainly hope it 
won't be too long." She looked at him again. "I wonder if you'll have to 
have some physical therapy on it." 
"I believe it's been mentioned." He leaned forward as much as he 
could and before he knew what he was saying, blurted, "Can I have a piece 
of gum?" 
Rita knitted her eyebrows, a half-smile on her face. "Excuse me?" 
Granite pointed to his mouth. "It's just that my throat gets awful 
dry. I'm sorry." 
"Oh, no no. Actually I have a pack in my pocket — ." She jammed 
a hand into her jacket. "Oops. I've got Certs?" She was painfully 
accomadating. 
"Sure." He watched as she peeled the blue foil paper away. 
"Thanks," he said when she handed him the little mint. 
"I suppose it's the drugs," she said. 
"The drugs?" he repeated. 
"That make your mouth dry." 
"Yes, I suppose you're right." The mint was cool on his tongue. He 
was afraid she was going to leave — she looked uncomfortable and unsure. 
Somehow he had to tell her he knew who she was. 
She gave a short nervous laugh. "Wow, you know, I never expected 
you to step off that curb." She shook her head. 
"Yeah, it was pretty silly. But you shouldn't have been going so 
fast," he prodded. 
She looked at the floor. "I know," she said quietly. 
He adjusted the pillow behind his head, utterly dissatisfied. "Say, 
how long have you been driving for MTC?" 
"Oh, a couple of months, I suppose." 
"And what did you do before that?" 
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Rita looked for just a second like she might say it wasn't any of his 
business, but then again, maybe she was just embarassed. "I worked," she 
said, "as a cashier." 
Granite wasn't sure just how many questions his position granted 
him, but he pressed on. "Oh really!" he said, as if she'd told him she'd been 
a neurosurgeon. "Where did you do that?" 
She paused for a couple of seconds before answering, but then said 
simply, 
"7-11." 
He crunched the brittle remains of his Cert. "Can I ask you a 
question?" 
Rita shrugged. 
"It might seem a little strange." 
"That's okay." 
"It's just that a guy gets to thinking about stuff when he's sitting in 
bed all day." 
"Uh-huh." 
"Anyway. You know those six-packs that are fastened together 
with those rings of white plastic?" 
"Yeah?" 
"You had those at 7-11, right?" 
"Right." 
"Would you have sold me just one can pulled from one of those?" 
She placed her hands on her hips. "Not unless you were the pope, 
bub." 
"A-ha! There's the Rita I know," Granite said, too conscious of his 
triumph to notice the slip. He smiled at her approvingly. 
"What are you talking about?" Rita's tone was suddenly cold. 
"Oh. It's kind of a long story. Kind of a strange one, too, actually — 
ha ha. " 
"Really. I bet it'll be fascinating though — ha ha," she mimicked. 
Granite was at a loss where to begin. Standing a little closer to 
him, Rita seemed convincingly real now. Big as life. He cleared his throat. 
"I've got this job that 's a little out of the ordinary." He paused here for her 
to respond, but she just stared. "What I do is I watch videotapes." 
"Videotapes." 
Somehow this encouraged him. "Why yes, videotapes. And what I 
do with these tapes is code them . . . . " 
She did not respond. 
"Right, code them. I code what I see people doing on them, which in 
my case is buying things. And would you believe it, a whole bunch of the 
ones I've watched have had you in them." He clapped his hands together 
and let his mouth hang open slightly. 
When Rita still didn't respond, he decided to call her bluff. He'd 
seen her perform this silence routine before, and he refused to be intimi-
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dated. With affection welling up in him, and with a certainty that he was 
making the biggest speech of his life, he said, "And the t ru th is, Rita, you 
fascinate me. No, that word is not strong enough to express this, this —." 
He held his trembling hands three feet apart, like he was measuring a fish 
he'd caught. "You consume me, Rita." 
Rita's expression remained blank, but she began to wag her head 
back and forth very slowly. "It must," she said finally, "be the drugs." 
Granite shook his head vigorously. "No, I swear." 
"Nothing but drugs," she continued, ignoring him, "could possibly 
make someone in such an idiotic position as you're in now say something so 
potentially dangerous." And she gave his leg a not-quite-playful slap. 
"Whoah. Careful there, Reets," advised Granite, suddenly not at all 
sure he sensed the crackling of sexual energy. 
She came up to the head of the bed then, and actually seized him by 
the front of his hospital gown. She brought her face in close to his and 
grinned like a jack-o-lantern. "Listen, asswipe. I don't know what kind of 
sick creep you are, but if I decide not to kill you right now, you'd better 
watch it when you drag your sorry body down the street again. Because if I 
see you, I'll run stoplights, I'll climb curbs, just for the satisfaction of 
hearing you scream before the wheels get you. Are we communicating?" 
"Yes," whispered Granite. 
She let him go and backed away a step. Without taking her eyes 
from his face, she did a neck roll and shrugged her shoulders. Then she 
turned and stalked out of the room. On the back of her jacket in bold 
letters were the words "STRIKE FORCE," stitched above a fierce-looking 
bowling ball scattering pins. 
Granite sat for a minute without moving, wondering where the 
script had failed him. He felt weakened from the release of adrenaline, and 
he couldn't bring his breathing under control. The supreme effort he had 
made for the last few minutes collapsed on him, and he gasped under the 
weight and the pain of his failure. 
His leg jutted out in front of him in stiff salute, and his butt felt 
numb. Bed sores, he was certain, were growing like moss all over his 
underside. It wasn't possible to grin through this now, not with the pros-
pect of another night lying uncomfortably awake listening to the phlegmy 
coughs of the man next door, while he stewed in humiliation. After all, it 
was humiliating. The pain of being sent sprawling on the pavement 
coupled with the pain of being threatened by the one to whom he professed 
his love was almost unbearable. He looked at the little plastic cup which 
had held his painkillers and then at the clock. Still another two hours 
before he got any more. 
He wished he could slip out the door and go for a long, lonely walk. 
But even tha t symbolic progress was denied him: he'd been rendered 
immobile by the very person whose memory he wanted to escape. Rita, the 
one he'd waited for, had run him over again. For his faith, for his profes-
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sions, he'd gotten nothing back — zero return. 
* * * 
At five-thirty Jasmine Peach arrived, wheeling a cart in front of 
her. On her cart was a VCR, along with a stack of videotapes, a remote 
control, three pens, an official coding notebook, and a vase containing one 
dozen pink roses. 
Jasmine wore a sleeveless black dress with a scoop neck which was 
only slightly sexier than what she had worn to work. Her frosted hair 
bobbed neatly behind her ears, and she entered the room with her electric 
green eyes wide. She drew in her breath at the sight of him, and came over 
to his bedside. "Oh, you poor thing," she breathed. "Are they taking care of 
you?" 
Granite had just finished throwing up. Something in his medica-
tion was making him nauseated. "Of course." He trembled visibly. 
"You're lying to Jasmine," she reprimanded, trailing her fingers 
lightly along his cast. 
He looked at her miserably, but said nothing. This woman, who 
constantly behaved as though she were in a B-movie, was the last person 
he wanted to see right now. She inspired in him the same horror as the 
zombies did — he could predict her movements, but he could not stop them. 
Jasmine gazed vacantly at him, possibly awaiting his answer. 
When he made none, she came closer and laid her hand on his forehead. 
"Sweetheart. You're so feverish." 
Granite was staring beyond her, at the television screen hanging in 
the corner like the convex security mirrors in convenience stores. In it, he 
could just make out his room, his bed, and Jasmine's figure bending over 
him. All of it was reflected crudely, in dim lines and muted colors. 
Unexpectedly, he began to cry. Not with great sobs, or even whim-
pers, but silently. Still, the tears gathered quickly in his eyes, and he did 
his best not to blink; for he wanted to savor an instant of salt-stung blind-
ness before the drops slid down his cheeks and Jasmine reappeared to kiss 
them away. 
